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Celebrating Biblical Feasts
Martha Zimmermann
Bethany House, 2004
190 pp., $12.99
MarthaZimmermanngives
practical advice on how
Christians may experience the
rich heritage of Jewish festive
celebrations. In the spirit of the
Jewish emphasis on community
and family, she shows how the festivals can enrich family and communal life: Sabbath, Passover, the Omer,
Shavuot (Feast of Weeks), Rosh Hashanah (Feast of
Trumpets), Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement), and
Sukkot (Feast of Tabernacles). She demonstrates how
each festival illustrates spiritual truth, discusses the
symbols used and their meanings, and shows how
to prepare for and celebrate the particular festivals.
Included are recipes (e.g., Passover bread or Kreplach
served at Yom Kippur), special instructions (e.g., how
to prepare a Golden Yoich or build a sukkah), and
checklists. Celebrating Biblical Feasts is an excellent
book for anyone who has always wondered how one’s
family could get a taste of the Hebrew tradition of
feasts and incorporate them into their own spiritual
experience.

Celebrating the Jewish Holidays
Steven J. Rubin, ed.
Brandeis University Press,
2003
431 pp., $29.95
Steven Rubin has collected
more than one hundred Jewish
writings on six major Jewish holidays: Sabbath, Rosh Hashanah,
Yom Kippur, Hanukkah, Purim,
and Passover. The poems, memoirs, and fictional
essays stem from some of the world’s greatest Jewish
writers (e.g., Emma Lazarus, Chaim Potok, Adrienne
Rich, Elie Wiesel). Introductory essays before the
individual holidays provide a brief history of each
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holiday and explain the cultural traditions and significance associated with them.
Through this selection, readers will enjoy a different but profound approach to the Jewish festal cycle,
gaining not only a deeper appreciation of the Jewish
holidays, but also an understanding of Jewish traditions and religion. For example, one becomes intensely stirred by reading the Yom Kippur essays by I. L.
Peretz, Sholom Aleichem, and Israel Joseph Singer;
is delighted by pondering over the poem “Pharaoh’s
Meditation on the Exodus” by Pulitzer Prize winner
Howard Nemerov; and is moved when perusing the
Sabbath experiences of the renowned writer Alfred
Kazin. Whether you read the book cover to cover or
just enjoy delving into some of the captivating literary
pieces, Celebrating the Jewish Holidays will prove to be
a goldmine of inspirational thought. Steven Rubin
must be thanked for providing the reader with such a
superb collection of Jewish writings.

Jewish Passages
Harvey E. Goldberg
University of California Press,
2003
379 pp. $27.50
Harvey Goldberg, Professor
of Anthropology at the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem, brings
together a rich tapestry of information on how Jews express their
identity in life-cycle events. In the first chapter, he
explains what it means to be Jewish from an anthropological perspective. The following chapters are
each devoted to particular events in the Jewish life
cycle: beginnings (birth, circumcision, and naming),
the rituals of education (Torah, bar mitzvah, and the
relationship of Jewish women to Torah education),
marriage (e.g., the ceremony itself, dowry, henna,
divorce and polygyny, breaking the glass), pilgrimage
and creating identities (e.g., Western Wall, tomb of
Samuel, Meron), death, mourning, and remembering,
as well as the bonds of community and individual

lives. A glossary explains Jewish terms for nonspecialists. Throughout Jewish Passage, Goldberg seeks to
bring understanding about the new emphasis on the
individual, a contemporary development in Jewish
culture, as well as provide reflection on the traditional
Jewish focus of community and family. The reader
will be surprised at Goldberg’s ability to make Jewish
customs meaningful and to illustrate how Jews celebrate and observe the cycles of Jewish life.

Redeeming Time
Bruce Chilton
Hendrickson Publishers, 2002
132 pp., $19.95
Written in vivid style, this
book addresses one of society’s
fundamental problems: our
relation to time. Chilton begins
by describing our present-day
dilemma of finding time. Time
is felt as constraint, as a historical interval. Chilton’s
main thesis is that the rhythms of festivity in Judaism
and Christianity will help us to understand time as
rhythm, enabling us “better to locate ourselves as
human beings within time, and therefore better to
appreciate each other” (24). Chilton then offers a
walk through the Jewish festival calendar, exploring
the origin and history of the major holidays. Time in
the Jewish calendar is rooted in the rhythmic interval
of sacrificial practice.
Early Christianity leans on this temporal concept.
Chilton successfully demonstrates how the events in
the Gospels reflect and refer to the festal times of
Judaism, which in turn constitute the temporal setting of crucial events and teachings. Jesus and His
followers “were imbued with Israel’s holy calendar”
(56). Chilton explores “The Tabernacles/Sukkoth of
Jesus,” “The Pentecost/Shavuoth of Peter,” and “The
Passover/Pesach of James,” suggesting that their
concerns are linked to these major Jewish temple
feasts. He also points out differences, first by comparing tractate Yoma in the Mishnah and the book
of Hebrews, and then by referring, in particular, to
the ecclesiastical Christian year that revolves around
Easter, Pentecost, and Epiphany. The practical
application for today is that we can only break the
tyrannies of time if we understand time as a rhythm
and gain the contemplative sense about it, which
Christianity lost in time.

Treasures of the Heart
Diane Wolkstein
Schocken Books, 2003
360 pp., $27.00
Diane Wolkstein, a distinguished master storyteller, skillfully takes us to the spiritual heart
of the biblical stories of the Jewish
festival cycle. She introduces each
holiday with its brief history and
her own personal insight into
its meaning and celebration. She then retells biblical
stories that are connected to the festivals and which are
traditionally read in the synagogue (e.g., for Passover:
Exodus, Song of Songs, and Josiah) and concludes with
spiritual reflections on these stories. In her storytelling,
Wolkstein uncovers the underlying complexities as well as
the balancing themes associated with each story. Special
attention is given to the balance between the feminine
and the masculine by highlighting the role of female
characters in the stories and introducing the feminine
aspect of God. The stories are taken from the Hebrew
Scriptures, but Wolkstein masterfully interweaves oral
legends and midrashic teachings with the biblical text
(the sources of these are carefully noted in the back of the
book). Following the biblical calendar, Wolkstein begins
the holiday cycle with Passover and detects a larger story
marked by the changing relationship between God and
His people, tracing the transitions from youth to maturity, from forgiveness to responsibility. The stories are rich
treasures that “develop our own spiritual understanding
and faith” and “invite us to return each year to renew our
connection with ourselves and with the ineffable mystery
our ancestors called the Silence That Speaks” (xxi).
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